0. INTRODUCTION 

The Rao people inhabit an area of north eastern New Guinea along the 
Ramu and Kerara Rivers, 80-100 kilometres inland from Hans a Bay. The 
population numbers about 4000. Their tribal territory includes several 
mission stations, notably Annaberg founded by SVD missionaries in 1934 
(Stanhope 1968). Swamps and small lakes are interspersed with forests 
over most of the terrain, merging into low wooded hills to the south, 
along the edge of the Schrader Range. 

The Rao were traditional traders. Stones for implements came in 
from the mountains in exchange for clay pots, while pots, stones and 
sago were traded to neighbouring swamp-dwelling tribes to the north for 
fish, taro, skirts, bows, arrows and baskets. 

First contact was made by the German botanists Lauterbach and 
Tappenbeck in I896-I898 (Stanhope 1968; Henderson 1962; Heju Gulnza 
Handbook 1937 and 1943). 

The Rao describe how a party of Germans came downstream and landed 
at Chungrebu, seizing pigs and planted coconuts. The people drove them 
off. An old man, JIdu, who died in 1968, told me this happened in his 
childhood. 

In 1921 the geologist Evan Stanley sailed 200 miles up the river to 
Atemble and found traces of gold. On his way back he informed Mr E. 
Wauchope of Awar plantation, who went prospecting round Atemble but did 
not stay long (Moyne 1936). There is a Rao tradition that an Australian 
party travelling upstream was repulsed at Rota' bf, a haunlet of Urinebu 
village, subsequently eroded by the river. A boy JJgew* was taken by 
the party, and returned in 1946, a middle-aged man, having worked at 
Wau, Bulolo and Rabaul during the intervening years. 

In 1936, Lord Moyne found that "except for two Catholic missions 
[Atemble and Annaberg - JMS] no white man lived there" on the Ramu 
River. One of his two launches was holed on a reef, presumably at 
Bangapela, a Hanaro village on the river bank. The second launch was 
holed not far above the junction of the Ramu and the "Ramuta", which is 



the Sogeram River, called OramQu-'ba by the Rao. He stayed for some 
time at a village which he named "Grengapoo" (Grengabu), and eventually 
reached Annaberg (Moyne 1936). This paper is based on data collected 
in the villages Wotabu, Dubu, Grengabu, Urinebu, Chungrebu, Monjlbu and 
Pakingibu, all within two hours' walk of Moyne 's "Grengapoo" locality. 

The area was under minimal outside Influence until the Japanese ad- 
vanced up the Keram from Angoram to occupy Annaberg and Atemble in 
October 19^3 (McCarthy 1959). Eight men in the Grengabu villages were 
appointed headmen by the Japanese - Mago and Dubai (Pakingibu), Yaogori 
and Neogai (Chungrebu), Kanimba (Urinebu), Nyonal (Grengabu), Burukal 
(Dubu) and Ikuwun. (Wotabu) . One Pakingibu man, Greqgan, was beheaded by 
Banaro men allegedly acting on Japanese orders, but there were no other 
casualties. The Japanese patrolled the Ramu above the Sogeram Junction, 
and hid boats in Kurara creek. They used Daodao lake south of Wotabu 
as a float-plane anchorage. 

The Japanese left Annaberg in May 194^1, ahead of Allied patrols. 
Some Seplk men marching with the Allies married Rao women, and have been 
influential figures in the present period (e.g. Kawarl , refer Stanhope 
1968). Australian government influence was Initiated by a patrol in 
October 19^6 (Jones 19^6) and Catholic missionaries soon returned to 
Annaberg (District Annual Report 19^6-47). Official censuses of Wotabu, 
Dubu, Grengabu and Chungrebu were made in August 1948. 

Cahlll (1950) recommended that the Sepik-Madang district border, 
which vras then the Ramu River, be moved westwards so that all Rao and 
Brerl villages be covered by the same officers. To administer the new 
Rao-Breri census division, Sirlnibu was made a patrol post. This station 
was the site of a wartime airstrip, a few miles south of Annaberg mis- 
sion. It had an aid-post, evidently of superior construction, which 
Cahlll described as "a costly failure". The first resident officer, 
G.P. Taylor, found Sirlnibu unsuitable and moved to Annaberg in July 
1951 (Taylor 1951). In 1953 the patrol post was moved again, to Alome 
at the foot of the Schrader Range (District Annual Report 1952-53). 
The Grengabu villages now experienced a period of social regression, 
due possibly to their distance from the Alome station. Sick people 
were hidden from patrols. Flood made the maintenance of latrines and 
garbage pits Impossible. Male absenteeism increased with more labour 
recruiting (Battersby 1958). 

The Catholic mission by i960 had a priest (Father Materne), a saw- 
miller, a nurse and another lay woman worker. Several of the Grengabu 
villages had catechlst schools, but there was rising dissatisfaction 
with both mission and government, and the Grengabu villages made over- 
tures to two Protestant missions seeking better schools (Moyle 1960a). 



Kawari, a Sepik inanlgrant, started a trade store and bought an outboard 
motor, becoming an influential leader in Qrengabu (Moyle 1960b). A 
Protestant mission station was opened at Chungrebu in i960. 

During the decade 1962-1972, elected local and national governments 
have come into being. ..J-imited employment opportunities in the lower 
Ramu valley now provide an alternative to plantation labour outside the 
district. Schooling to grade 6 level is now available and a few boys 
have begun secondary education at distant boarding schools. 
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